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ABSTRACT  
 
Increasing attention to global poverty and the development of market-based solutions for 
poverty alleviation continues to motivate a broad array of academicians and practitioners to 
better understand the lives of the poor. Yet, the robust perspectives residing within consumer 
research remain to a large degree under-utilized in these pursuits. This paper articulates how 
applying a transformative consumer research (TCR) lens to poverty and its alleviation can 
generate productive insights with potential to positively transform the well-being of poor 
consumers. 
 
ARTICLE 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
Introduction 
 
Consumption in a state of poverty is a harsh reality for much of humanity. Nearly 50% of the 
organizations such as the United Nations and the World Bank have worked to define, 
measure, and devise strategies to alleviate poverty for decades. More recently, 
management, marketing, and consumer research scholars have drawn attention to the lives 
of the poor and the need for poverty alleviation (e.g., Chakravarti 2006; Mick 2006; Prahalad 
2005; Rosa and Viswanathan 2007). The Transformative Consumer Research (TCR) 
initiative, which has emerged out of the Association for Consumer Research (ACR), seeks to 
itions, demands, 
well suited to generate fruitful insights for poverty alleviation through the lens of consumption. 
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In this article, we illustrate how a TCR lens can be instrumental in this endeavour. First, we 
summarize current multidisciplinary conceptualisations of poverty including consumer 
research views of the topic. Next, we describe how consumer research, infused with 
transformative principles, can be marshalled toward the goal of improving the well-being of 
people living in poverty. After summarizing extant consumer research on poverty, we call for 
an acceleration of such research and offer four examples that illustrate paths for consumer 
research to transform the lives of the poor while also contributing to the multidisciplinary 
dialogue on poverty alleviation.  
 
 
Conceptualising Poverty 
 
Poverty has been defined, conceptualised, and measured in many different ways. Discourse 
on poverty has been developed in many disciplines including economics, sociology, 
anthropology, history, and psychology. Further, most conceptualisations have been swept up 
into debates between dichotomous positions such as economic versus social-psychological-
cultural definitions, absolute versus relative approaches to poverty, or material versus non-
material dimensions of impoverishment (for an overview, see Lister 2004). One could argue 
that all ultimately fit into one of two broad perspectives: (a) conceptualisations that focus on 
t
and Lavers 1951); or (b) more holistic conceptualis
conjunction with a shortage of income (Sen 2000).  
 
The first perspective is the earliest and possibly most common. It underlies classifications 
and indicators of poverty that are widely used by governmental and multilateral organizations 
(Hagenaars and Van Praag 1985). For example, a poverty line of US$1.25 per person per 
day is applied in the poorest countries such as Niger and Haiti, meaning that individuals who 
earn less than US$1.25 per day in such countries are classified as poor. Similarly, US$2 per 
day is used in middle-income countries and regions such as Eastern Europe and Latin 
America, and higher daily income levels are used in developed countries such as Germany, 
Japan, and the United States (World Bank 2008). The second perspective goes beyond 
income and sees poverty as inadequacies in a constellation of life factors such as physical 
and mental health, education, potable water and sanitation, and social justice (see United 
income is not the sum of human development, then lack of it cannot be the sum of human 
 
 
Neither of these perspectives is homogeneous. Rather, each one displays a diversity of 
anchoring points. In the economic perspective, for example, experts debate: whether to focus 
o
their life situation is impoverished; and whether to take global or regional/local approaches 
-exist 
and shed light on different dimensions. Chakravarti (2006) offers a psychological view, 
encompasses physical, emotional, and moral dimensions. Sen (2000, p. 4) eloquently 
 
 
When viewed together, conceptualisations across the two perspectives suggest that only a 
limited understanding of poverty is possible on the basis of income and other external 
conceptions, and that a fuller understanding will need to invoke what Hundeide (1999) refers 
 the assumptions, anticipations, and social stocks of knowledge that 
people themselves hold about their lives. At a minimum, poverty involves deprivation of 

